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Chapter 1: Genesis of My Project

Voluntourism

Taken by Christina Kochenderfer in Laos

This past summer, I had the opportunity to travel throughout Southeast Asia. For
five weeks, my best friend and I backpacked through Thailand, Laos, Vietnam,
Cambodia, and Indonesia. During this experience, we were exposed to a wide variety of
things. In one day’s time, we could walk from breathtakingly blue ocean and white sand
beaches to the heartbreaking slums of Asia. A mixture of severe poverty and lavish
luxury tourism constantly surrounded us. A day I remember in particular was July 6th in
Laos. We were traveling by boat from Thailand to Laos and floated down the Mekong
River for four long and hot days. As we were nearing our destination, we sat on the bank
of the river enjoying fruit purchased from the locals as our boat captain took a lunch
break. As we looked out onto the river, we noticed a high-end tourist boat filled with who
the locals call “westerners”. The river was quite narrow in some parts and the docks were
packed with small, multicolored boats that the locals and their families called home.
These boats were no more that 15-feet-long and about seven-feet-wide and held multiple
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beds, fishing materials, and a kitchen set-up. As the large tourist boat approached, the
boat’s captain realized that there was not enough room on the dock for his oversize,
motor-powered boat. The captain stepped off the boat and ordered the locals to move
their homes off the dock so he could let his passengers walk around and tour their beach.
Since the Thai and Laos culture is very non-confrontational, they obeyed his orders and
began pushing their homes away from their docks. Their boats had not been moved in
years which was apparent be the villager’s extreme agitation as well as the discoloration
of the docks when the boats were removed. After about 15 minutes, the tourists grew
bored so they hopped onto their air-conditioned boat and set off back down the river.
Although this event was minor and probably went unremembered by the tourists,
as an observer, I had an incredible realization. It became clear how entitled tourists
become during their travels and how little awareness they have of local communities. A
lot of travel, especially to third-world countries, can be very one sided as travelers tend to
view the local living as a spectacle for their entertainment. After I became aware of this, I
began noticing it continuously for the remainder of my trip. Although the tourist industry
has a lot of financial benefits, I began brainstorming ways that both the locals and
foreigners can become more mutually beneficial. This was the origin of my thesis and
inspired me to research voluntourism. Voluntourism is a combination of both
volunteering and tourism. Traveling has many more benefits than simply relaxation,
luxury, and returning home with a good tan. There are ways that tourists can visit foreign
countries, enjoy themselves, and make a positive impact on the region in which they are
traveling. I explored many different service opportunities that included teaching English,
building homes, various health projects, women’s empowerment programs and many
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others. Although those programs are extremely helpful and would be a great fit for some
volunteers, I continued my search to find a program that would use all of my strengths to
my advantage so I could be of maximum service to others.

Movement Exchange

Photo taken from MovementExchange.org

During my time as an undergraduate, I practically felt like three separate people.
After studying abroad in Paris, France and Florence, Italy, I felt like an international
student enthusiastically seeking out a variety of cultural experiences. On the other hand,
volunteering in local elementary and high schools ignited my interest in education and
service while majoring in Classical Dance nurtured and challenged my creativity and
expression. I was determined to find a service opportunity that would unite all of my
strengths into a cohesive and meaningful service experience that would benefit all parties
involved. When my fall semester had begun at LMU, I still hadn’t found a well-suited
volunteer program. One day, I walked out of Teresa Heiland’s office after a meeting and
saw a colorful poster crookedly tacked onto her bulletin board with big blue and orange
letters that read MOVEMENT EXCHANGE. I immediately grabbed the poster from her
wall and conducted some extensive research and a bit of light stalking on the owner and
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excursion leaders. Movement Exchange’s mission is to unite service and dance on both a
domestic and international scale through it’s university chapter network, international
dance exchanges, and year-round programs. Through dance diplomacy, Movement
Exchange strives to instill the importance of cross-cultural understanding, civic
engagement, social equality and inclusion, creative expression, and sustainable dance
education. Most of this program’s dance exchanges are centered in Panama City, Panama
and involve teaching dance classes to children of all ages in Panamanian orphanages.
After I realized that this program was a perfect program for me, I was determined to turn
this vision into my reality.

Initial Skepticism
Even after all of the hard work and perseverance involved in planning and
executing, before leaving on this adventure I was slightly skeptical as to if dance was
going to be the best thing for these children. Many children in poorer countries, similar to
the children I saw in Southeast Asia, would benefit more with health care and food
donations than they would from community dance classes. As I set off for this dance
diplomacy trip, a small part of me wondered if our service would be making any real
difference in the participant’s lives. After visiting the orphanages and teaching the
children, I now know that we did indeed make a big difference. Abraham Maslow created
the Hierarchy of Needs that is a list of human needs set in a triangle with the most
important need at the bottom. From bottom to top, the hierarchy is: Physiological Needs
(foot, water, warmth, rest), Safety Needs (security, safety), Belongingness and Love
Needs (intimate relationships, friends), Esteem Needs (prestige and feeling of
accomplishment), and lastly, Self-Actualization (achieving one’s full potential including

    
creative activities). Maslow presented the idea that the most basic needs must be met
before a desire to move to the second level of needs will develop (Mosby, 2016).

Photo taken from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maslow%27s_hierarchy_of_needs

Upon visiting the orphanages, it was clear that their Physiological and Safety
Needs had been met. These children lived in houses with their “Tias” who acted as their
guardians. Each building housed a ratio of about 20 children to only one Tia. They shared
rooms but each child had their own bed and was well bathed. The children attended
school classes and ate three meals a day. It was clear that the needs of these Panamanian
orphans were different than the needs of the children I was exposed to in the slums of
Southeast Asia. The orphans were fulfilled in regards to the two bottom levels of
Maslow’s theory but seriously lacked Belongingness and Love Needs, Esteem Needs,
and Self-Actualization. Movement Exchange was a perfect program to build community
within the orphanage, give children confidence, and lead them to achieving their fullest
potential.
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Chapter 2: Outline of My Process

Recruiting

Poster created by Christina Kochenderfer 9/19/15

After deciding I wanted this project to be my thesis, there were many difficult
steps that needed to be completed. I experienced quite a few moments when I did not
think attending this exchange would be a realistic dream. The first problem that needed to
be solved was finding enough participants. The program guidelines required at least eight
active members in order to create a university chapter and participate in the Panama
exchange. I devised a marketing plan that involved email blasts, personal outreach, a
booth at ClubFest, and posters around campus. Finally, after much convincing and only a
bit of blackmail, I managed to recruit enough participants to form a student chapter.
Initially, we had nine active members but due to family emergencies and financial issues,
in the end we only had seven active members. Although this was less than the minimum
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amount required by Movement Exchange, since one of our members dropped out a few
days before departure, the program was able to make an exception.
The recruitment process took around two months, which taught me patience.
Movement Exchange was initially very appealing for students when they first heard about
it. Upon seeing posters and reading my many emails, I was receiving Facebook and text
messages from students expressing how excited they were for the trip and how much they
would “LOVE” to learn more about it. As it became time to pay the commitment deposit,
about two-thirds of these potential members who were so excited dropped out due to a
variety of excuses. This process taught me to take everything with a grain of salt until an
official commitment is made. Thankfully, a solid group of members who committed and
we ended up working very well together. The members were Gigi Axelrode, Sydney
Franz, Danielle King, Angelica Migliazza, Gigi Todisco, Anna Chorneyko, and myself.

Kochenderfer	
   11	
  

Fundraising

Photo taken by Christina Kochenderfer 11/18/2015

After the commitment deadline, we met three times before our departure to
discuss fundraising. Some ideas being discussed were bake sales, concession stands, car
washes, online donation through accounts such as GoFundMe.com and Empowered.org,
Lair All-You-Can-Eat nights and many more potential ideas. Due to the member’s hectic
schedules, the only fundraiser we completed was the concession stands. Each member
paid $20 and I went to Costco to purchase snacks and drinks, which were sold at the Fall
Faculty Concert and the spring student run performance Impulse. Total profits from the
concession stands combined for the fall and spring performances was $719. Subtracting
the initial investment of $20, each person profited $82. In hindsight, we would not do this
type of fundraising again because we felt each person did not individually make a large
enough profit for the amount of work done. Since many of Movement Exchange’s
members were dancing in the shows (including myself), it was difficult to delegate tasks
and have equal participation from all members. Also, some participant’s parents were
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willing to cover all costs while other participants needed to fundraise at least half of the
cost in order to afford it. This resulted in a different level of fundraising motivation from
each member. In the future, I recommend that each member fundraises individually to
help minimize frustration regarding equal participation.

Pre-Departure Responsibilities

Photo taken by Christina Kochenderfer 2/27/16

Prior to departure, we created lesson plans for the children. We delegated tasks
throughout the group and constructed Hip-Hop, Jazz, and Dance Hall class outlines.
Creating lesson plans was difficult because there were many factors we were unsure of
and that were out of our control. For example, we were not sure what type of floor we
would be dancing on, what age groups we would be teaching, what the student’s levels of
experience would be, or how big of groups we would be teaching. We created specific
objectives for each lesson and attempted to find a balance of both structure and
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flexibility. We also were informed the Panamanian children would not be able to speak
any English so we took crash Spanish course during the week prior to departure. In order
to minimize confusion, we identified key words in Spanish that reinforced the objectives
in our lesson plans. We attempted to develop some analogies and alternative explanations
for our class but we quickly learned that our Spanish skills were not strong enough to do
so. We learned numbers, general Spanish conversational tools, body parts, adjectives and
some verbs related to dance. Thankfully our Movement Exchange leader was bilingual so
she was able to translate directions to the children during our classes. Although we had
different levels of Spanish speaking experience, it was amazing to witness how dance can
be taught with little to no verbal communication. We successfully taught the students
through demonstration, repetition, and physical communication regardless of the
language barrier.
We packed our suitcases light since the airline we flew has a history of losing
checked bags. In the spring, Panama is hot and humid with a chance rain so we needed to
pack for all types of weather. We also wanted to bring little gifts for the children to enjoy.
Some of my group brought coloring books, bracelets, and American candy. I brought $30
worth of Jolly Ranchers, which the children seemed to love. Panama uses the US Dollar
so we packed about $100 for personal spending since many of our meals were paid for by
Movement Exchange. Throughout the week, we ate a variety of Panamanian specialties,
which ranged from chicken and rice to the local fruits.
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Itinerary Recap
2/27/16
Morning: Arrive at 6:00AM
Afternoon: See contemporary dance performance
Evening: First group dinner and reflections
2/28/16
Morning: Travel to Colon and Visit Portobelo
Afternoon: Teach at the Aldea SOS Orphanage in Colon
Evening: Second group dinner and reflections
2/29/16
Morning: Teach class to the University of Panama students
Afternoon: Teach at Malambo Orphanage
Evening: Dinner on our own and reflections
3/1/16
Morning: Hike Cerro Ancon and teach class to the University of Panama students
Afternoon: Teach at Aldea SOS Orphanage in Panama City
Evening: Dinner on our own and reflections
3/2/16
Morning: Take salsa class
Afternoon: Teach at Malambo Orphanage
Evening: Dinner on our own and reflections
3/3/16
Morning: Take Aerial Silks class
Afternoon: Teach at Aldea SOS Orphanage in Panama City
Evening: Dinner on our own and reflections
3/4/16
Morning: Travel to Playa Grande
Afternoon: Beach day
Evening: Last group dinner and reflections
3/5/16
Morning: Biodiversity museum
Afternoon: Fly home
The entire exchange was eight days long and we visited four different orphanages.
Three of those orphanages we visited twice and choreographed pieces that were
performed during our second visit.
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Section 3: Discoveries

Cultural Differences in Artistic Performance

Photo taken by Kimberly Lucht 2/27/16

This experience exposed many of the cultural differences between Panama and
America regarding performance, dance training, class etiquette, and class structure.
During our exchange, we saw two different performances. The first performance was by
a local modern company that one of our Movement Exchange leaders was a member of.
The dancers in this company seemed dedicated yet had a mix of different technical
training backgrounds. Out of the six dancers, only one dancer had any classical training. I
later learned that she was from Canada and that Panamanian dancers typically do not take
any classical technique classes until they are 18 years old. Although these dancers had a
lot of personal style and appeared passionate, they did not properly point their feet or
extend their limbs. In America, I believe there is such a strong emphasis on technique
that some of the performance and passion is lost. This Panama dance company effectively

Kochenderfer	
   16	
  
told us their story and entertained the audience the entire time regardless of what their
training background was.
Dance in Panama seemed very cutting edge, controversial and daring. The second
show we saw was a site-specific performance in an abandoned building. This brutal
performance showed illusions of rape and abuse while all of the dancers were naked and
chained to the structure. I have never seen such controversial or thought provoking art in
the United States. Their movements were daring and even seemed physically unsafe at
some moments, which could have been attributed to their lack of technique. Their raw
movements involved such aggressive partnering that in one section a dancer was pulled
from one side of the stage to the other by her hair. This performance initiated
conversation, controversy, and debate, which is what I believe is the purpose of artistic
expression.

Cultural Differences in Dance Classes

Photo taken by Kimberly Lucht 3/1/16
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Panamanians live by “Caribbean Time”, which means much MUCH later than
scheduled. On the third day on our travels, we took a Jamaican Dance Hall class taught
by two local Panamanian men. The class structure in Panama is different than the
structure of American classes. We began by warming ourselves up for about five
minutes. After we felt warm, which was relatively quick due to the Panama heat, we
learned a combination from one of the instructors. After a few words exchanged between
the instructors in Spanish, we moved on to the second combination without performing or
practicing the first combination. Although I cannot be sure since I do not speak Spanish,
it seemed as if the instructors got bored and changed their minds mid-way through the
class. When we learned the second combination, we practiced and performed for each
other. We felt like equals with the instructors as we all shared our movement. A large
portion of the class was spent in an improvisation circle where we watched the
instructor’s free style. These classes in Panama seemed as if there was a blurred line
between the teacher and the student and we all practiced and learned from each other in a
casual and social environment.
After experiencing a class from the student’s point of view, we became more
accustomed to how typical dance classes operate in Panama. This helped during our
instruction because teaching in orphanages also ended up being extremely different than
the classroom environment we were accustomed to and initially expecting. In the
orphanages, if students were not interested, the dance steps were too difficult, or they
simply felt too tired, they would stop dancing and sit and watch. The children were
extremely independent so we needed to break away from the typical student-teacher
relationship we experience in the United States. Teaching these children taught us how to
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think on our feet. We constantly needed to read the class and alter our lesson plans on the
spot to cater to their interests. This experience was meant to celebrate growth, empower,
and enhance the student’s body awareness through fun and creative challenges. In
America, dance training is mainly centered on the product rather than the process. In
Panama, even though the students may not have been doing the choreography correctly,
they were enjoying the process thoroughly.

Children’s Enhanced Exposure
Due to how dramatically the children outnumber their caretakers, our dance
students were hungry for attention and physical touch. As soon as we entered the
orphanage, the children would jump on us and were immediately comfortable with our
presence. Since none of the children spoke any English and we had limited knowledge of
Spanish, when we weren’t teaching class we mostly gestured and played games with
them. We could tell by the way their eyes lit up when they saw our bus drive in that this
was a highlight of their week. This experience was much more than just a dance class for
them. It was a chance for them to socialize with strangers, get personal attention, and
enjoy their afternoon after a long day of school. These dance classes exposed the children
to new ways of moving their bodies, different types of music, and various Movement
Exchange teachers from all over the United States. Contrary to the US, the majority of
Panamanians have similar skin and hair color. Panama’s ethic make-up is 65% Mestizo
(mixed white and Native American), 12.3% Native Americans, 9.2% black and 6.7%
white (Harding, 2006). A lot of the country has very dark skin and hair. You can imagine
the surprise when the children saw a 5’10 ginger walk off the bus. The kids were shocked
by the color of my hair and my pale skin with freckles and it was clear they had never
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seen anyone with my coloring before. Especially in orphanages, these Panamanian
children rarely left the grounds or watched TV so the majority of their exposure to people
different than themselves came from the Movement Exchange dance classes.

Most Memorable Experience

Photo taken by Kimberly Lucht 3/2/16

At the end of our trip, we felt as if we had really made a difference in these
children’s lives. We were able to establish meaningful relationships with them regardless
of what language they spoke or their socioeconomic background and we were able to
learn about ourselves and others in a non-intrusive and creative way. The most eyeopening moment of this entire trip was during a visit to the baby room at the Malambo
Orphanage. Between teaching classes and during our off time, we were able to explore
the orphanages and help in any way we saw possible. The Malambo baby room was
home to 30 babies ranging from newly born to one year old. The baby room had two Tias
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who bathed, fed, and cared for all 30 babies. Some other Movement Exchange members
and I spent a few hours playing with and holding the babies. The baby room had a strange
and rather eerie feel to it but I wasn’t exactly sure why. I realized that it was because of
all 30 babies, not one was crying. I later learned that it is rare for children in orphanages
to cry. Crying is a way to gain attention and since the babies outnumber the Tias so
dramatically, the babies no longer attempt to gain any attention. I also learned that many
of these babies are cross-eyed because their eyes are not accustomed to focusing on upclose objects due to their lack of personal attention. This heartbreaking moment proved
how much these children are deprived of individual communication and physical touch. It
also was apparent how much more service can be done in these orphanages. Although
these students have their basic needs met, they will not be able to climb higher on
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs without our help.

The Individual and the Community

Photo taken by Kimberly Lucht 3/3/16
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This service experience in Panama proved that dance is much more related to
community than people believe. During my high school years at a pre-professional
performing arts boarding school and while working in the commercial dance industry
during my gap year, dance became very focused on the individual. So much of my
training was centered on personal success and viewing others as competition. LMU and
Movement Exchange opened my mind and introduced me to the many different powers
of dance. LMU taught me the power of community. Rather than viewing our peers as
competition, dance classes can and should be a place where students are united, work
together positively, and genuinely wish for the best in each other. Movement Exchange
broadened my definition of what it means to be an artist by veering away from the notion
that only trained artists are creatively capable of producing art. Art, and dance in
particular, can engage everyone regardless of experience.
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Chapter 4: What’s Next?

Where Do I See Myself in One Year?

Photo Taken by Christina Kochenderfer 1/8/16

Since last summer, I have not been able to stop thinking about my future plans
after graduation. Over the course of this year, I have considered a future in film and
television casting, teaching dance at public performing arts high schools, teaching
elementary students, and going to graduate school. Since I have so many varied interests,
it has been difficult to narrow my focus enough to make a decision. After my experience

Kochenderfer	
   23	
  
with Movement Exchange I know I am passion about service, learning about other
cultures, working with children, and the arts. I searched for potential graduate schools
abroad and ended up applying to two universities in London. After applying with little to
no hope of acceptance due to their 13% acceptance rate, I was accepted and have
committed to Kings College London. I will begin my studies to receive an MA in
Cultural and Creative Industries this upcoming September of 2016. Cultural and Creative
Industries is a unique interdisciplinary program that draws on studies in cultural theories,
cultural history, digital culture, management, geography, cultural policy, gender and
fashion.
One year from now, I will be in the midst of completing my graduate dissertation
in London. Graduates from Kings college have gone on to work in a variety of different
cultural and creative industries such as arts administration, art marketing, museum
management, arts funding, film distribution, freelance research and creative business
development. I am not positive which career path I will take after this experience but I
know I would like dance and service to be a part of my life forever.

Where Do I See Myself in Five-Ten Years?
To be honest, in five to ten years I have no idea what career I will have or what
city I will be living in. If there is one thing that my life has taught me it is that I cannot
predict what the future may hold. At the beginning of this year, I would never have
predicted that I would be moving to London to study. As the days count down to college
graduation, I have been reflecting upon the last 17 years of my formal education. Looking
back, this has been a whirlwind of different experiences and learning environments. I
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have attended a public school, a private school, a private boarding performing arts high
school, was homeschooled, and will shortly be enrolled a UK learning institution. These
different learning experiences offered me a diverse outlook and helped me realize that
there are many different inspiring and effective venues, styles, and methods of education.
These assorted experiences are shaping what I think is a fine life philosophy: to live a life
of passion and constant curiosity. With these values shaping my actions, although I am
not sure where I will be in five to ten years, I hope this core life philosophy will be
guiding my decisions and that I never cease learning.
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